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Decline To Walk The Line 


Author's Notes: 


Ill admit, this is a fairly low-concept (?) story based on the themes of the song. | can only hope you at least 
partially see what | was going for here. lol 


"Gary," Walter said on the phone in the kitchen, just loudly enough to discern in the living room, "I wanna be 


crystal clear, here." 


Donald watched from the couch as Walter shifted his weight from foot to foot, his free hand flicking some 


ash from his cigarette into a tray on the counter. 


"If you are fucking with us -- are you hearing me, Gary? -- they'll have to drag your ass back to Manhattan 
in eight child-sized coffins. Do you have updated dental records? You better make sure of it, because that's all 


your family will have to identify you by. | am dead fucking serious.” 


He certainly sounded serious, there was not an ounce of laughter in his voice, but a growing smirk belied the 


threat. 


“Alright, well, let me talk to D about it, of course. Yeah. No, I'll try to let you know something in the next 
couple of days. And they gave you the green light? If you say so. Alright, man. Talk to you soon" 


A hollow click as Walter placed the phone back on the receiver. 
"That was Gary?" Donald asked. 


"Yeah. Do you want to move to LA?" 


The belltower over the water struck 8 pm, sending a flock of birds from the trees and over Stone Row in 
top-heavy clusters. 


Donald watched them fly overhead until they disappeared behind the treeline. He adjusted his bookbag over his 
shoulder and walked out over the lawn toward the bus stop, where he would catch the 815 shuttle up to Ward 


Gate. From there, it was a few minutes' walk to the Manor. 


Not an unpleasant one, fortunately. The red sun painted the sky behind the trees in shades of orange and 
yellow, fading to a milky periwinkle beyond. The ends of his hair tickled his face in the warm, August breeze; it 
pushed around the tall, unkempt grass along the narrow road. Donald took a deep breath, filling his lungs with 
clean air for what he knew would be the last time that evening. 


Ward's lobby was alive with chatter and hazy with smoke, typical for a Friday evening. He drew his arms close 
to his chest and disappeared into the crowd. Someone else played showtunes at the upright piano he normally 
occupied, a gelled-up, lanky dude he might have seen around the arts and sciences building before, he couldn't 


tell. He hammered at the keys like a chimpanzee. 

Not interested in sticking around, Donald instead squeezed past two saucy, beatnik-looking girls in matching 
corduroy miniskirts and leggings to reach the stairs. On the second floor, down a short hallway and to the left, 
Randall answered the door to his and Walter's shared dormitory. 

"Hey, Don!" he shouted. 


Donald caught sight of something pink and craned his head to look over Randall's shoulder. A frilly brasserie 
draped over the foot of Randall's bed 


"Hey, Randall," Donald said, "Is Walter around?" 


"Hey, Donald,” Walter called from inside. 


Randall let him in Walter sat cross-legged on his bed, his Epiphone laid over his lap; he had a small 
screwdriver in hand, at work loosening its lower pickup. He lifted his head when Donald got close and pushed his 


thick glasses up his nose. 
"What's up?" he said. 


Behind them, Randall wormed his way out of the room, but not before grabbing the brasserie and tucking it 
into his pocket. 


"What's that all about?" Donald asked. 


"Eh," Walter shrugged, "Gal got snatched up by the proctors the other night and he, you know, being how he 


is, didn't even get her name first. He's hoping she'll be downstairs somewhere." 
"Oh. Considerate guy." 


Donald freed himself of his backpack and lowered it gently to the ground. From its largest pocket, he withdrew 


several record store finds in blank paper sleeves. 
"I bought these without even looking at them," he said, "I was thinking it might be fun to go through them." 


Walter took them from Donald's hands and fanned them out before him on the bed. He brought a hand to his 


chin, making a show of surveying them. 


He had this professorial manner of speaking and holding himself, like he was constantly grading you for an 
exam. It gave him an aura that was far beyond his seventeen years and woefully intimidating. Only a few 


seconds had passed, but under his gaze, they felt like eternity. 
"| dunno," Donald offered, pitifully, when it felt like the scrutiny had no end. 


But then Walter smiled and laughed. Donald couldn't help laughing too. With it, a hidden anxiety that had built up 
in his chest released, dispelling that phantom fear he couldn't put a name to. 


"That's fucking great," Walter said, putting away his tool kit and resting his guitar on its stand. 


Donald sat at the foot of the bed while Walter loaded the first mystery record. They spent the night folded 
onto each other with laughter at the screeching cacophony of some loose, experimental blues group from 
Indiana. 


"We're facing an upheaval of our entire lives." 

"For better or for worse." 

"Los Angeles is far away, you know." 

"| am aware." 

A spread of takeout containers, spaced out by empty beer cans, littered Walter's old coffee table. 


Walter plucked a dumpling from its paper carton with chopsticks and brought it to his mouth. Donald watched 


its steady journey. His hands were rock steady, even four beers and a half a joint in 


"We can't live on Jay shows forever," Walter said through his food, "Especially not now that the bastards 


halved our checks." 
"We aren't guaranteed anything at ABC." 


"Gary said he was serious, and l'm inclined to believe him. | wouldn't have even considered it if | thought there 


was still something left for us at Brill." 


It was time to face the music: Tin Pan Alley didn't want them anymore, and it was entirely possible they never 
did. The Brill Building assembly line didn't have time for their line revisions, and they had been relegated to 
Kenny Vance's underlings as soon as more agreeable, milquetoast music majors came on board. It should have 


been easy to see where they had peaked, so what frightened him away from ABC? 

The fears of his safe, middle-class, suburban Passaic upbringing remained with him in insidious ways. When 
faced with the choice between scraping by on fairly certain, yet unfulfilling work and venturing out into the 
wild blue yonder where the possibilities are endless in both directions, he knew what his father would have 
done. 

He shook off the thought with a swig of beer and a bite of sweet and sour chicken. 

"| don't know," he said. "I just don't know." 


"| don't either. That's why | say we go for it" 


Donald met Walter's eyes. He saw himself reflected in his lenses, illuminated top-down by the brassy, yellow 


bell light overhead. 


Tripping teenagers stacked two high on every inch of available floor space in the Manor lobby. Donald stared 
over the sea of bobbing heads, struggling with his sea legs while Walter adjusted the gain on his amp. He 
plucked at open strings, fooling with the dial until his tone had fattened considerably. Its resonance quivered the 
delicate meat of Donald's brain. 


The people in the crowd wobbled with the wavelengths like enough force had been exerted from Walter's guitar 
to physically move them. Donald blinked once, twice, to clear the illusion, but each time he tried, the overhead 
lights grew even stronger, more invasive, until they were swirling, complex fractals pulsating in time with 


Chevy's bass drum, completely masking the pulsating bodies underneath. 
He wasn't sure if he'd make it through this set. Hopefully nobody would notice. 


Thankfully, his muscle memory served him well, and the crowd vibrated with an increased passion following 
their first song, a cover of The Rolling Stones’ "Lady Jane". Only God, or Whoever, truly knew how they 
actually sounded in that moment, but if it was good enough for the strung-out crowd, it was good enough for 


them. 


Once they had traipsed their way through a half-finished original track (which turned out to be the favorite 
of one mysterious, shirtless fellow, who felt a calling to workshop an interpretive dance within inches of 
Walter's guitar neck), it was time for an interlude. 


Dripping with sweat, Donald retired to the patio, where he shed his feathered outer coat and draped it over 
the railing. His sunglasses were almost more necessary than ornamental underneath the impossibly bright 
moon. Regardless, he pushed them up onto his forehead, moving his dark, sweat-slick frizz out of his face. 
Long shadows stretched over the lawn and into the void of night; they danced right in front of his eyes. 
"Pretty, huh?" 

Donald looked over his shoulder. 

Walter stood in the doorway, arms crossed. The light from the lobby outlined his silhouette in trembling gold. 
He stepped out onto the patio, taking the spot next to Donald at the railing. His thin baseball tee clung 
desperately to his chest and stomach. In just a few seconds, the cool night air had hardened his nipples to 
small peaks. 


He wrapped his lips around a cigarette and patted his pockets with the palm of his hand. 


"Shit," he cursed, "You got a light?" 


Donald withdrew an off-white Bic lighter from his pocket and flicked it a forearm's length away, and before he 
could hold it out, Walter leaned in. He looked up at him through his lashes as he hollowed out his cheeks for 
the first drag. The beaded sweat on his forehead reflected the light of the moon. 


Donald willed moisture into his mouth, but all that came was the phantom taste of cherries. 


"So you're wanting to move us to Los Angeles, now." 
y g g 


Dorothy leaned against the kitchen counter, nursing a soda through a straw. Her tone, incredulous but not 


unkind, served to ease Donald's anxiety at initiating the conversation just enough to offset any anxious tremors. 
"In essence." Donald responded, half-pretending to flip through a milk crate of vinyl. 


Dorothy crossed her arms over her chest. She pushed the straw back and forth along the lip of the can as 
she spoke. 


"Who is this Gary Katz fellow, anyway?" 

"You've met him before, he's been around. He's one of Jay's producers. A cool cat" 

"Cool enough to bet your livelihood on?" 

"Walter seems to think so." 

She rounded the kitchen counter and advanced on him, abruptly closing the distance between them in a few 
long strides. Donald reared back, but she persisted, leaning into his space, her nose jutting a few centimeters 


away from his lower lip. 


"Tell me this, Donald, and there's no wrong answer," she said, "If Walter wanted to go, and | didn't, who would 


you choose?" 


There certainly felt like a wrong answer. 


Alan had brought back a pair of fuzzy, cream colored leg warmers to go with the skin-tight (and nearly skin- 


colored) bodysuit he planned on wearing for his dance final. 

Donald couldn't begin to understand what cultural cocktail motivated Alan's sense of style, but even a terminal 
black turtleneck like him could understand the appeal. As Alan paraded his fit before him and a bewildered 
Lonnie, Donald wished for a moment he had an ounce of that confidence. 

The suit dampened the definition of Alan's lean dancer's muscles, giving his shape an unreal, androgynous 


smoothness. The leg warmers, which were accompanied by a handwoven choker and bracelet combo, likened him 


to some ethereal forest creature from Native mythos. 

"What do you think?" Alan asked, jutting out his leg. 

| have to say, it's really fabulous," Donald said. 

"Alright, good," Lonnie grunted, already on his feet, "You've got his input, you don't need mine." 
Alan put his hands on his hips and huffed, chiseled chest expanding beneath the spandex. 

‘Oh, Lonnie, it won't kill you to compliment a guy." 

"You're beautiful, honey,” Lonnie said, "But I've got a class to get to." 

With a tip of his hat, he shut the door behind him, leaving Alan and Donald alone in the dorm. 


If Alan felt hurt by Lonnie's passiveness, he didn't show it beyond a Carmex-slick pout before he steeled 
himself once again, kneeling to slide off his leg warmers and place them in his wardrobe. 


"You know, Don," he said, shutting the heavy oak doors, "If | didn't know any better, I'd say you had some honey 


in your pot" 

Donald straightened up. "What now?" 

"Or maybe | just need to be thankful there's straight men in the world like you." 
Realization dawned on him. "Oh no, I'm not--" 

Alan frowned. His shapely brows furrowed into a line. 

I'm sorry. You don't have to tell me anything if you don't want to." 

He untied his bracelets and tossed them onto his bunk. 


"Lord knows I've been pressured into telling people | shouldn't have." 


The words were at the back of Donald's throat. By all accounts, he should have been able to say them. But 
when he opened his mouth, something twinged somewhere in his viscera, as if his finger had slipped onto the 


wrong key. 


"So you just left, then 
"What else was | supposed to do?" 
It had been three days since Gary's call. 


Walter groaned and rose from the couch, saddling up to the window to look out over 4th Avenue. The warm 


interior lights from the brownstones adjacent lit up Brooklyn like a Christmas tree. 


"| dunno," he said, "| don't want to make it harder on you, but you've still gotta give me something | can tell 


him. 
Donald sighed. "I know." 

He worried his thumb against his palm until it cramped. Walter wouldn't let him leave --and Dorothy wouldn't 
let him return-- without an answer. The fire that had been encroaching for days, consuming the apartment 
from the corners with a cleansing fierceness, now lapped at his toes. He drew his knees to his chest. 


"You're not just being a lazyass, are you?" Walter said. 


"Full of jokes," Donald hissed, bringing his hands down heavily on the couch cushions, "I'm drowning over here, 


while you're both up your own asses." 
Walter winced, a minute twitch of the hand. 


Donald continued, "You're sold on it, she's not. Between the two of you, | haven't even had the chance to think 


about what | fucking want." 


He pulled his hands through his unruly mane. For a few solemn seconds, they sat in silence, the only sound the 
whirr of the struggling heater unit. Walter took a couple more drags of his cigarette before snubbing it out in 
an ashtray on the end table. 


"That sounds like it's your problem, not ours," he said, "It's your life, you know; you're in control. But you'll 


never do anything, especially not anything worthwhile, if you let everyone else dictate your decisions." 


Walter sat down next to Donald on the couch, thin arms outstretching to drape over the back cushions, and 
met his eyes. Even this close, his irises were barely distinguishable from his pupils, all blending into the same 
warmish black. 

"So, that being said," Walter said, jabbing a finger into his chest, "I might as well ask: what do you want?" 


Donald pursed his lips and forced a heavy exhale through his nose. 


The million dollar question dangled in front of him, out loud, for the first time. Had he ever truly given thought 
to it, separate from Walter, Dorothy, his father, what the world wanted from him? 


Tucked under the warmth of Walter's arm in the cold, cramped Park Slope apartment, Donald's brain spat out 
a deceptively simple answer. There it sat, on his cerebrum, as if printed on receipt paper. It had been there 
for a while, if only Donald had bothered to look, and now it had to be peeled from his corpus callosum and 
wrung out over the sink, washed free of acid-tinged spinal fluid, to be discernible. 

He looked at his hands, the Dizzy Gillespie poster on the far wall, anywhere but Walter's face. 

"| don't know." 

"Don't bullshit a bullshitter." 

"Walt, c'mon." 

"Hey, you better get it out of your system now, because l'm not playing therapist ever again 

Donald thought of all the mornings spent in the library over coffee and thick textbooks, watching the 
motivation ooze from Walter's every pore until he finally dropped out. Coming slowly to terms with music as 
their only guiding force, they had left Bard as a smoldering husk in pursuit of fulfillment. Had they been 
guaranteed anything in Brooklyn? Arguably less so. 

In truth, this had all happened once before. 

Walter nudged him. "What's it gonna be?" 

Dorothy's voice echoed in his head. "Tell me this, Donald, and there's no wrong answer..." 


If she really meant it, then he had nothing to fear in facing the truth. 


Donald fisted his hand in Walter's t-shirt and brought their mouths together before he could say anything 


embarrassing. Eating his pride was easier when Walter swallowed it for him. 


